Only a few scientists among us have the eloquence and the breadth of interdisciplinary knowledge to make our research intelligible and interesting to laypeople. Sarah Hrdy is one of them, and her talents are expressed at their best in her latest book, Mother Nature. This is much more than a popular science book. Hrdy draws from evolutionary biology, animal behaviour, anthropology, psychology and history to paint a rich and fascinating picture of what it is like to be a parent in animal and human societies. The book consists of three parts. Part 1 ('Look to the animals') has five chapters on how views of motherhood and parenting have changed over the years, thanks to the input of evolutionary theory. Part 2 ('Mothers and allomothers') has nine chapters focusing on parental care and mating systems in human and nonhuman primates and is rich with information drawn from history, literature, art and mythology. Part 3 ('An infant's-eye view') has 10 chapters discussing human development from an evolutionary perspective.
Although primates and other animals are often mentioned, animal behaviour occupies a relatively small part of the book. It is apparent that Hrdy's interests have shifted over the years from primate behaviour to anthropology and history. In fact, some of the most enjoyable chapters are those reconstructing the history of infant abandonment and wet-nursing in human societies across the centuries. I also enjoyed the continuous references to literature, art and mythology as a way of exemplifying our views of parents and children. At times, however, the information is not presented in a logical sequence. For example, in the third section of the book, two initial chapters on attachment theory are followed by a discussion of topics such as embryo mortality, parentoffspring conflict, the adipose tissue of human newborns and mother-infant bonding. And when the author expresses her own opinions and recommendations about parenting, the tone of the narrative comes close to that of the self-help literature (e.g. the last two chapters of the book).
As is often the case when authors attempt to cover so much ground, the depth of discussion is sacrificed for some topics. For example, Mother Nature does not provide a comprehensive review of recent research on primate parenting. Most of Hrdy's references to primate behaviour are based either on her own observations of langurs made in the early 1970s or on outdated sources (e.g. in a note on page 560, she advises readers to consult articles published in 1980 and 1987 for up-to-date reviews of the literature). Her bias towards langurs is also apparent when she discusses the evolution of flamboyant coat coloration in monkey infants. Based on her work with langurs, Hrdy confidently claims that 'flamboyant natal coats in primates no longer seem such a mystery' (page 448): they evolved to make infants attractive to other group members and promote allomothering. Enter the stumptail macaque. In this species, infants have a flamboyant coat but are avoided by other group members when they are off their mothers. As recent studies of this phenomenon have shown, flamboyant natal coats in primates still remain a mystery (e.g. Treves 1997).
Infanticide, and the ongoing debate over the interpretation of this phenomenon, occupy a prominent part of the book. Since Hrdy first described infanticide in langurs in the 1970s, some langur researchers have claimed that they have never observed infanticide at their field sites, that it is unthinkable that primate adults would kill infants, and that the phenomenon observed by Hrdy must be a by-product of overcrowding or other artificial conditions. I happen to side with Hrdy on this issue, but I was surprised that she dismissed observations of maternal abuse of offspring in captive macaques by saying that abuse has never been observed in the wild (it has been; Hiraiwa 1981; S. Perloe & K. Rasmussen, personal communications), that it is unthinkable that monkey mothers would abuse their own infants, and that this phenomenon must be a by-product of an artificial environment. Sound familiar?
Hrdy deserves credit for debunking some genderrelated myths still pervasive in the animal behaviour and anthropological literature. With Mother Nature, however, we also owe to her the creation of a new myth, that of the unconditionally nurturing primate mother. Consistent with evolutionary theory, much evidence shows that parental care varies predictably in the relation to offspring quality. Hrdy herself devotes a whole chapter ('Unnatural mothers') to showing that ambivalence is an intrinsic characteristic of human parenting, and that much anthropological, psychological and historical evidence suggests that humans often discriminate against their offspring in relation to their perceived poor quality. Throughout the book, however, Hrdy claims that monkey and ape mothers are different from all other mammalian mothers, including human ones, for their unconditional commitment to their infants, irrespective of sex or other physical attributes. She maintains that no data show maternal discrimination of offspring quality in primates, and that all the available evidence suggests that primate mothers will always take care of their infants to the best of their abilities, regardless of variation in offspring quality. It may be true that there is little evidence of maternal discrimination against poor offspring quality in primates. It is also true, however, that very little research has been done in this area. Infant mortality in primate populations can be very high, and I would not be surprised if maternal neglect in relation to poor offspring quality accounted for a significant portion of such mortality.
Aside from an outdated view of primate parenting and a few other inaccuracies (e.g. prolactin and oxytocin are not natural opiates, p. 154; we certainly know more about nursing and reproduction than that 'high prolactin levels are correlated with some as yet unknown function that suppresses ovulation ', p. 195) , Mother Nature provides an excellent integration of information on parental care 
